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Keeping up with the neighbors: China’s soft power ambitionsi 
 
On the evening of 8th August 2008 viewers of the Beijing Olympic Games opening 
ceremony witnessed the most impressively coordinated launch of any major global 
event. Superbly choreographed by the film director Zhang Yimou, the lavish spectacle 
was infused with color, symbolic meaning and reminders of China’s creative past.  
 
The success of the Beijing Games is not measured in economic impacts. The number 
of international tourists predicted did not eventuate and the massive investment in 
infrastructure has saddled Beijing’s ‘Olympic economy’ with legacy debts. 
Nevertheless, the Games, and particularly the Opening Ceremony is remembered in 
terms of ‘soft power’. This in itself is not a new idea. The term, coined by Joseph Nye 
in the early 1990s, has been applied broadly in the field of international diplomacy 
(Nye 1990). One of the key elements of ‘soft power’ is cultural exports and in this 
respect China’s neighbors have capitalized. Japan has expressed its influence in 
popular culture, its so-called Gross National Cool.  South Korea has claimed the 
‘Korean wave’, its emergence coinciding with another global sporting event, the 2002 
Football World Cup. 
 
China’s call for ‘cultural soft power’ is coinciding with increasing box office returns 
in its film industry and aspirations for new markets in other creative industries such as 
television, animation and video games. In showing a desire ‘to keep up with 
neighbors’, this article provides evidence from two sources: first, an international 
report published by The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD) in 2008, and secondly, data compiled from the National Bureau of 
Statistics, the State Administration of Radio, Film and TV (hereafter SARFT) and 
independent market research. The data from the former is problematic but is often 
cited as confirmation that China is a major player in the global ‘creative economy’. 
On the other hand, the audio-visual data provides a sobering picture, showing that 
China remains a net importer despite strong performances in cinema since 2003. The 
main zone of China’s influence is East Asian markets. Nevertheless, the story from 
both perspectives demonstrates how cultural trade and soft power are grabbing 
national political attention, culminating in a leading role for cultural development 
(wenhua jianshe) in the National 11th Five Year Plans for Economic and Social 
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Development.  
 
 
Cultural trade: UNCTAD to the rescue 
  
In 2006, the topic of China’s cultural trade deficit made news. China’s Asian 
neighbors were selling their TV drama, movies and animation into the Mainland. But 
China was not countering these flows. The concerns were raised by Zhao Qizheng, a 
member of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC). Zhao 
was damning in his assessment of China’s performance saying, ‘The country’s 
weakness in culture should be blamed’ (China Daily March 10, 2006)  
 
In April Ding Wei, the assistant Minister of Culture announced the nation’s deficit in 
international cultural trade. Figures published in the 2004 Yearbook of China’s 
Publishing Industry revealed that the ratio of imports of cultural products to exports 
stood at 10.3 to 1. The general manager of China’s Arts and Entertainment Group, 
Zhang Yu, added soberly: ‘China’s foreign trade in culture is very weak’. In the 
television industry the picture was depressing. Zhang Xinjian, the deputy director of 
the cultural market department with the Ministry of Culture noted: ‘Most exported 
Chinese TV dramas are old fashioned and poorly packaged by international standards, 
which doom them to fail’ (People’s Daily Online April 19, 2006).  
 
Yet the gloom of the cultural trade debate would soon dissipate. Somewhat 
surprisingly, the silver lining was the United Nations, an organization that had 
hitherto expressed little interest in East Asian media culture. In early 2008, the 
Creative Economy Report 2008 was released by UNCTAD and UNDP. By 27th 
October that year,   coinciding with the 3rd International Cultural Industries Forum in 
Songzhuang outside Beijing, a Chinese version was offered for sale published by the 
Chinese Academy of Social Science (CASS). The good news was ‘the leading player 
in the world market for creative goods’ (UNCTAD 2008: 46). This re-evaluation was 
welcome news for many in the Ministry of Culture. The Creativity Economy Report 
was widely circulated and extensively mentioned in the media. From an apparent 
basket case in 2006 to world leader in 2008, China’s export tide had quickly turned. 
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Despite a sense of national relief, there were underlying criticisms. Despite purporting 
to capture the intangibility of the term ‘creative economy’, UNCTAD opted for a 
conciliatory approach. The report’s authors realized that the intangible economy 
would not translate into impact from developing countries. In addition, it was hard to 
verify. The UNCTAD report therefore did not attempt to capture intellectual property 
components of audio-visual data, relying instead on trade estimates: ‘the physical 
auditing of imports and exports of goods across national borders’ (94). The report 
admits, ‘what many regard as the core of creative activity – the creation of intellectual 
property (rights) – is not directly measured for the simple reason that IPRs are 
increasingly disembedded from material products’ (91). Consequently, the report 
properly considered is about material products, that is, the number of items and their 
stated trade value in customs audits.  
 
In accounting for creativity in this way, Italy was the leader among developed 
countries in 2005 with exports of $28.01 m., followed by the U.S. with $25.54 m. and 
Germany, $24.76 m. However, China, described as a developing country by 
UNCTAD, comes out on top with a massive $61.36 m. In addition, Hong Kong, also 
listed as ‘developing’, ranks second with $27.67m. In audio-visual exports, moreover, 
only Hong Kong ($3m) rates in the top 10 exporters of ‘developing countries’: India 
is first, followed by Mexico, the Republic of Korea, Thailand and Argentina. Both 
China and (the Province of) Taiwan are surprisingly beaten out of the top ten by 
Singapore.  
 
 
Another story 
 
The question is how does one reconcile China’s success as a creative exporter in these 
data with the admission from the Ministry of Culture that in 2003 China imported 12, 
516 copyrighted books and exported just a mere 811 (China Daily April 19, 2006). 
How does one accurately account for the value of cross-border trade? In order to gain 
a different perspective, we can look at data complied by China’s own industrial bean 
counters in the film and television industries, those sectors in which China is seriously 
seeking to counter the influence of Japanese and Korean ‘soft power’.  We find 
another story, one which further problematizes UNCTAD’s data.  
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China’s success story since 2003 is undoubtedly cinema. In 1992, 170 feature films 
were released; in 1998 this had fallen to 82, the lowest since 1979. By 2007, the 
number of feature films produced had jumped to 400. Of this number, however, many 
were low budget film that received limited distribution and success. Nevertheless, the 
data shows the film industry steadily gaining momentum. Prior to 2003, Chinese 
productions accounted for only 10 percent of the total box office revenue, with 
Hollywood and Hong Kong films accounting for the other 90 percent. In 2003, the 
leading film in box office sales was Zhang Yimou’s Hero, which also garnered the 
majority of earnings in that year’s total exports of $US80.6 m (RMB 0.55 b.) In the 
following year, a surge of interest in Chinese films saw Zhang’s House of Flying 
Daggers recoup $US12.5m in the United States and US$10m in Japan. By 2008, 
China’s film export revenues had jumped to $US 370.85 m. (RMB2.528b) (Fan 2008; 
see also http://news.163.com/07/0108/07/34A399VR000120GU.html) 
  
Since 2003 the bulk of the box office takings in China have gone to Chinese films, 
notably big budget films co-produced with Hong Kong. While Chinese film has made 
significant improvements, China’s TV industry struggles to compete. The question of 
why China’s TV exports have languished tells us much about the key problem, a lack 
of compelling contemporary content. Since the mid-1980s, China’s television exports 
have been heavily reliant on costume serial drama.  Sales in Asian markets in the 
1980s included Tales of the Red Mansion (honglou meng) and The Water Margin 
(shuihu zhuan). In the 1990s the epics The Romance of the Three Kingdoms (sanguo 
yanyi) and a remake of The Water Margin performed strongly, notably in Taiwan and 
Hong Kong. By the next decade the dramas Swordsmen (xiaoao jianghu), Kangxi 
Dynasty (Kangxi wangchao), Yongzheng Dynasty (Yongzheng wangchao) and Grand 
Mansiongate (dazhaimen) had recorded good earnings in Taiwan (Keane 2008).  
 
Over 50 percent of sales of Chinese TV drama come from Taiwan and Hong Kong. 
Other markets roughly in order of sales volume include Singapore, Malaysia, Japan, 
Korea, the US, Indonesia and Thailand. By 2003, however, China’s revenue from 
serial drama exports to its core markets in Taiwan, Hong Kong and South-East Asia 
were hit by the popularity of South Korean dramas. The proportion of TV serial 
drama in total TV exports dropped from over 80 percent in 2002 to 50.2 percent in 
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2003 and 58.7 in 2004. Together with this, the price per episode decreased by almost 
50 percent due to the effect of Korean drama. In effect, the markets are volatile and 
rely heavily on a few big hits. In 2005, the value of China’s TV exports fell to 
$US9.96 m. (RMB 67. 86m.) [National Bureau of Statistics 2006]. In 2006, it had 
surged back to $24.85 m. (RMB 169.39 m.), only to fall to $US17.86 m (RMB 121.74 
m.) in 2007.  
 
On the other hand imports of TV program accounted for $US47.17 m. (RMB 321.5 m) 
[SARFT 2008] Still, the value of imports of television drama, as well as broadcast 
hours, has fallen in the past few years; in 2005 it was RMB401.6 m. (SARFT 2008; 
National Bureau of Statistics 2006). This has much to do with SARFT regulations 
(Rules for the Administration of the Import and Broadcast of Foreign Television 
Programs Article 8) limiting the amount of foreign programs a station can purchase. 
Allocations are decided at the beginning of each year and vary depending on locality 
and reports submitted by the stations. The stations with the most to gain from 
importing TV drama are the more cashed up satellite TV channels, usually affiliated 
with a provincial media group. A good example here is Hunan Satellite Television. In 
cases where the purchase of a foreign TV serial drama exceeds the quota it is common 
practice for a cashed up station such as Hunan to buy the rights off another station.      
 
  
Conclusion: China’s soft power 
 
China’s ‘cultural soft power’ is now a key issue in the reform of its cultural, media 
and creative industries. Whereas it was CPPCC member Zhao Qizheng who raised the 
alarm in 2006, in 2009 the issue has been taken up by the newly appointed Vice-
Chairman of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, Li Wuwei. Li’s 
book Creative Industries are Changing China argues for a renovation of China’s 
media and cultural industries, and a shift from technology to human capital. In this 
prescription we also notice a surge in independent production and related industries 
that provide audio-visual services. Li speaks of enabling ‘cultural soft power’ and 
promoting national brands (Li 2008). To this end, substantial investment has flowed 
into China’s creative sectors, most notably in animation. Aside from the Hunan 
Sunchime Cartoon Group and the Zhejiang Zhongnan Cartoon and Film Company, 
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however, China’s exports of animation have not fared well. Animation bases, creative 
clusters, creative incubators, and film studios have sprung up in the past decade, some 
like Hengdian World Studios in Zhejiang claiming to be China’s Hollywood (Keane 
2009). It seems one way to get the attention of bureaucrats is to have a plan, in 
particular one which takes advantage of preferential location policies. The term ‘soft 
power’ reverberates in discussions of China’s underperforming film, TV and 
animation sectors. There is a sense that if Japan and Korea can make such waves, then 
it may be China’s turn next. In this context, the term soft power is about national pride 
as much as export data.         
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i Thanks to Bonnie Liu and Tingting Song for assistance with compiling the industry data. 
